Why isn't the U.S. on the metric system?

by William Rarris

Browse the artiele Why [sn't the LS, on the metric system?

Why isn't the U.S. on the metric system?

Many myths swiri around the metric system ang U.5. invalvement with It. Let's dispe! a few, First, the
relationship between the metric system and the Uniled States dales back to the 18th ¢entury, not the
1970s. Secand, atl countries have either fully-adopted or legally sanctioned the Internationat
System of Units, or Si, the modern form of the melric sysiem. Thatinciudes the U.5., Liseria and
Myanmar, three countries ofien listed as the sad-sack metric losers. Finally, a country doesn't simply
"turn on® on a brand-new system of weights and measutes. Even France, tha grainchild behind
decimal-based measuring, adopted Rs own mekic system In fils and starts. And alf countries use
legacy units alongside metric ones, at leastin colloguial expresslons.

Daspite America’s iong history with S1 units, measuring remains a mess in the States. A football field

m ? s " ; X ~[ Hieh Inch L traffics In yards while most footraces prefer meters. Mechanics measure the power of an automobile
5 standard waoden ruler Gh NG " Y
centimeters says & ot e et of the L"fg?:::::‘r’i';;m" engine In harsepower (faot-pounds per secord), but express the same enging's displacement In
system. liters. Air pressure is denoted in afl sorts of ways: paunds per square Inch (or psi} for tire pressure,
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inches of mercury for surface atmaspheric pressure and millibars for air pressure aloft,
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And these are just a few examples. in the U.S. Customary System, or the inch-pound systam, more

than 300 different units exist to measure various physlcal quantities. Many of those units use the same name but have very different meanings. On the U.S. dMetric
Associztion Web site, contributor Dennis Brownridge identifies at least nine different meanings for the unit we knaw as a "ton": short ton, displacément ton,
refrigeration ton, nuelear tan, fraight ton, register tan, metric ton, assay ton and ton of coal equivalent. '

To understand why the U.S. doesn't use the metric system in its commaereial activilies and everyday life, it fuelps to look at a brief history of kow the Eurapean system
of measurement came to U.S. soif,
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tself evolved from

As subjecis of the British Empire, American colonists inherited and used the British imperial syslelju‘ which i
late

a tangled mess of medieval welghts and measures. Even as France developed and refined the metric system throughout the
1700s, England and its American colonles pressed farward with an antiguated measurement system.

It's Aot that American leaders didn't want to control the chaos. In the Constilition of the rewly formed United States of America,

Arlicle |, Section 8 provided that Congress should have the pOWEr “to coin Meney .., and fix the Standard of Weights and
Measures.” The ficst practical analysis of this provision fell to George Washinglon's Secretary of State, Thomas Jefferson, in
1790, Jeflerson endorsed a decimal system of measurement but, when presented with the basic principles of the decimal-based

matric system, felt reluctant ta steer his nation in that direction. He feared that the U.S. wouldn't be able to verify the metric unit

of length without sending a costly delegation to France.

The evolving political situation didn't heip matters. Although France supported the American colonies during the Revelutionary
war, it became hostife to the U.S. after Jay's Treaty was ratified in 1795, The Erench viewed the treaty, which eliminated British
controf of posts In the Northwest Territories and provided America a limited right to trade in the West (ndies, as a blossoming
alliance between the U.S. and England. Erance retaliated by sending privateers lo target Amatican merchant ships. By the lime

This U.8. poster from 1897 gets the

word out ahout the eountry’s . P .
measuring systen. gl Jaohn Adams became president in 1797, the hostilities between the LS. and France had grown quile intense. It's no surprse,
Buyenlarge/Gelty Images then, that in 1708, France snubbed the U.S. when it invited dignitaries from fareign countries to traves to Paris to learn about the

metri¢ system.
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in 1798 and baen wowed by the metric demenstration, it's unlikely that they would have persuaded American tpaders to
fler studying the varous units of measurement used by the 22 states, Secretary of State :]ohn
\sfficiently uniform and required no changes. in addition, thers was concern amang American

teon Bonagarte's ill-fated reign during the early 19th century.

Even if U.S. represemiatives had visited Paris
change the country's system of weights and measures. In 1821, &
Guincy Adams determined that the U.5. Customary System was S
statesmen that the Freach commitrment to the metric System might faiter in the aftermath of Napal

Up next: The metric system moves forward.



The U.S. Decisian to Recognize the Metric Sysiem

Over time, however, the metric system gainet vaction. By (he {ime the American Civil War ended in

1865, most of Evrope had adopted the decimal-based measuring system, and the U.S. could no
langer ignore lt. In 1866, an act of Congress, signed into law py President Andrew Johnsan, made it
“iawhyi throughout the Uaited States of America 1o employ the weights and measures of the metric
system in ai contracts, dealings ar caurt proceedings.”

ations ning years later 10 discuss 4 new

This time when France brought together the world's leadlng n
1on and sent delegates. These

international varsion of the metrc syster, the U.S. received an invitat
nations signed the Treaty of the Meter, astabllshing the international Bureau of Weights and
Measures, an International Committee for Weights and Measures L0 run the bureau and the General
- i MRS S  Conference on Welghts and Measures to consider and adopt changes. The treaty also specified a
rca 1900 pose before sttending fo the vary ab 10 be maintained in Sévres, near Paris, to hause the international metric standards, such as the

Twio hureaucrats i

official, very serious business of keeping up weinhts and
messwres In the LS. Standards Offick in Washington, D.C. International Brototype Metre, and allowed for these standards to be distributed to each ratifying
Buyenlarge/CGetty images .
nation.
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The U.S. received its coples of the \aternatlonal Prototype Metre and the International Prototype

Kilograrm in 1890. The Mendenha!l Order of 1893 (named after T.¢. Mendenhall, who served as the Superintendent of welgnts and Measures at the time) stipulated
that the fundamental standards for length and mass-in the U.S. be based on metric units. The yard was defined as 3600/3937 meter, and the pound-mass was defined
as 0.4535924277 kilogram. In 1959, English-speaking countries agreed on new and Improved conversion factors: 1 yard equals 0.9144 meter and 1 pound-mass

equals 0.45358237 kilogram axactly.

That means, as of this writing, the U.S. has officially -- and legally -- recognized the metric system for 145 years and has based the units of its standard weights and

measures on metric units for almast 120 years. As we'll see on the next page, however, recognilion doesnt necessanity translate inta practical use.

The Metric System in the U.S. Today

Mendenhall joined a growing aumber of scientists and palitical leaders Who advocated maldng use of
the metric system in the U.5. compulsary. When he died in 1024, however, America nadn't made the
move. That seemed about 1o change in 1971, when & 1.5, National Bureau of Standards report titled

w4 Metric America” recommended {hat the U.5, transiiion to the melric System over the course of 10

years. In response, Congress enacted the Metric Conversion Actin 1975 but stripped cut the

10-year deadiine and made the conversion valuntary. Although schoolchildren across America hegan
studying Sl units in earnest and a few companies embraced metrication, the raliying cry fo go melric

faded, as did any real movement 1o make the swilch.

alizatior increased, American companles found themselves competing

In the meantime, as glob
5 puying U.S. products required that

| p ) e lok ot 'm il against international interests. More and mare, foreign customer
5 it us, of does she loak excit at the syri h i " . i . .

based ;,‘:, the mElri:: syﬁtem?' ed thet yringe in her hands is they he defivered, labeled and praduced in metri¢ UNits. And when American companies went 10
iStockphoto! Thinkstock puild new factaries in Europe or Asia, they faced the challenge of standardizing to U.5.
adAfterSmallinset measurements of the metric system -- declsions with enormous financial consequences.

988, designating the metric system as the *preferred system of welghts

Recognizing these issues, Congress passed amendments ta the Metric Conversion Actin 1
"the metric system of maasurement in its procurements, grants, and other

and measures for United States trade and commerce” and requirng federal agencies tc use
pusiness-related activities” by the end of 1092, The amendments, however, gontinied to make metrication valuntary for grivate industry, and aithough they
s peen slow.

encouraged the federal government to assist small businesses interested in making the conversion, progress ha

By some estimates, about 3¢ parcent of products manufactured by American companies have gane metric [source: Smith]. The pharmaceutical industry went "hard
on the cther hand, typicalty show bath U.5. Customary units and metric units together, making

metric,” which means its praducts display only metric units. Beverages.
st part, thaugh, the U.5. remains the only industrialized nation that hasn't

them "soét metric.” Film, tools and bicycles are also sold in (melrlc measurements, Far the mo;
made the metric system campulsory.

Why not? We'll tackle & few of the reasons next.

Moving to Meters Means Money

sysiem. Converting techrical drawings and operations manuals for complex eguipment with many paris

Cost is one reason the U.5. has been siow Lo adopt the melric
ace shutle’s relevant drawings, software and documentation

can take thousands of man-hours. NASA engineers, for example, recently reported that convering the sp
10 St units would require $370 million - about hai the cast of a typicai space shuttle Jaunch (source: Marksl.

Of course, cost alone can't explain America’s refuctance o go metric. Certain psychological attributes also play & significant role. American stubbomness makes its

harbor distrust and il} will for being snubb Cdlltzens resistant ta change, especially when that change is being driven by foreign govermments. Perhaps citizens siill
differently, Individualism has a g snubbed by the Franch when the metic system had its comirg-out pary in 1798. Or, more fikely, they simply like doing things a bit
wildemgs;; i ea;s a Wf“js been a defining characteristic of the American experience. The quality allowed pioneers to hack a nation from an immense

- ity envision bumper stickers with a variation on the old Nati ! lal "
ory them from my cold, dead hands.” tanal Rifle Association (NRA} slogan: "You can have my inch-pounds when you

The most logical explanati i i

e Bi;‘ makin;;awnt;lr:.s:;u;eo\:s;;stinmzlylr be .the!fal.lure.nf C?ngress ta make the metic System mangatary in alt 50 states, the District of Columbia and its

s e or oty itz Untlht I;y;md remajor eglslauo'n sn‘nc‘e 1866, the U.5. has failed to restict the use of traditional units in transactions that teuch the

e e . : al corr!es and it wdl.llkely come saon if the U.S. is to remain compelitive with growing economic powers, such as
y Americans will continue (o thini in terms of inches and pounds instead of maters and kilograms.



